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Point-of-care (POC) diagnostics is an area that has attracted considerable attention in the last 
decade. Testing at POC means that all the diagnostic procedures are carried out at the side of or near 
the patient, for this reason, it is also sometimes referred to as “bed-side” testing. It has the potential 
to decrease costs, to increase the accessibility of testing to disadvantaged populations, and to reduce 
the time between testing and a treatment decision. 
In veterinary medicine, there is a similar need for low-cost, reliable and rapid diagnostic tests to be 
carried out at the POC. So called on-site or animal-side tests will have considerable advantages over 
laboratory-based or centralised testing, which usually involves laborious and expensive laboratory 
techniques, trained personnel and possibly transport of animals to dedicated facilities. POC tests can 
range from on-farm blood testing, ultrasound scanning, specimen (e.g. cerebrospinal fluid, post-
mortem material) collection and processing. Especially in the case of small ruminants, this can 
translate into more affordable veterinary care, reduced handling of animals, targeted treatments and 
rapid testing in more remote geographic areas.  
Diagnostic tests at the POC are also an invaluable tool in dealing with diseases that either represent 
a threat to public health, have substantial impact on animal welfare and/or are of economic 
importance, with particular relevance to situations where facilities and funds are limited. 
Furthermore, the general globalisation of trade of animals and animal products has greatly increased 
the risk of rapid and wide-ranging spread of emerging and exotic diseases, requiring timely and 
efficient ways of dealing with diseases that could have significant repercussions for the individual 
farmer, as well as economic implications for the entire country and international trade. In situations 
concerning disease outbreaks, where rapid propagation of infectious agents and/or high mortality are 
salient features, as in the case of the highly contagious and pathogenic Peste des Petits Ruminant 
(PPR), a rapid “animal-side” test would represent a critical tool for both collecting surveillance data 
and for assisting in the control of outbreaks. 
POC tests are already widely applied in veterinary medicine, but the performances of “on-site” 
testing are still considered limited compared with centralised testing, whilst the possibility offered by 
the support of a referral centre or a laboratory in performing and/or interpreting the results is still 
perceived as critical. However, there is evidence that when a low-cost, rapid result can achieve a better 
treatment rate, the performance (e.g. sensitivity) of a test can play a less important role. This situation 
is extremely applicable for small ruminant medicine, where farmers may struggle to justify the test 
expenses, or it may be problematic for farmers to re-gather animals days after testing. 
Furthermore, as already in place for all veterinary testing, specific guidelines should be put in place 
for the quality assurance of newly developed POC tests, in order to provide a consistent and practical 
approach to evaluating their performance and increasing veterinarians’ confidence in test results. 
Surveillance data management is another important point to consider, especially in the case of 
notifiable diseases, where specific rules and strict controls will be required to ensure that legislation 
is followed.  
Considering the wide array of small ruminant disease conditions and the nature of veterinary 
diagnostics, POC testing offers distinct advantages over traditional centralised testing. Many of the 
hurdles encountered in diagnostics are commonly shared in human and animal medicine; advances in 
one field will therefore provide benefits to both sides, as long as specific needs faced from an animal 
health point of view are kept in mind. Importantly, a close collaboration between scientist developing 
new POC tests and those at the end point will be of paramount importance. 
